In programmes we buy we cut out scenes we think are unnecessarily violent or which include anything that could be dangerous through imitation (like using knives or ropes). We do not want to give children nightmares, but it is impossible to cater for all the possible fears of every child because these vary so much. We even heard of one 4-year-old who loved 'Watch with Mother' but was terrified by the test card! We do not attempt to talk about sex in our programmes because the ages of the audience are too varied, but we would not cut out perfectly natural shots of animals mating in a natural history programme.
We clearly have a great responsibility to children who may be viewing alone, but I think that responsibility includes not being overprotective. Children have to learn about life and to face it and even in the programmes we do for very young children we try to look at life realistically. I was pleased to have a letter from the father of a 4-year-old who had to go into hospital, thanking us for a 'Watch with Mother' programme -'Mary, Mungo and Midge' -in which Mary went into hospital. Apparently the child found it fascinating and was not worried when he too had to have an operation.
We are aware of the difficulty young children have in distinguishing between fact and fantasy, and I think there is always a temptation in making children's programmes of giving them too much fantasy. One of the advantages of cartoons is that they are quite obviously not real and are useful in that they can provide great excitement while at the same time the visual style makes it clear that it is only a story. There is a greater danger of confusion in live action series, especially those which lack the stylized conventions of a 'Western' with obvious 'goodies' and 'baddies'. We always try to make a clear distinction between fact and fiction; we try to make all our factual programmes live, not recorded, and when we show film we say so.
We try to be honest and direct in our approach to children and never to talk down to them. Some of the programmes that adults consider suitable for children in other countries seem to me patronizing and cynical in that they do not respect children's intelligence and willingness to concentrate. Cute little puppets, however charming, are not the only suitable programmes for young children.
Television may be a time waster, often vulgar and trivial, but really good programmes of all types can be a source of deep satisfaction and a real enrichment of a child's life. We may make a lot of mistakes in our programmes, but they are not for lack of concern or respect for our audience. We believe that programmes for children should be better than for adults because they are at a specially impressionable stage in their lives.
When we look back to childhood we remember our most vivid imaginative experiences. Some are cosy and comfortable. Others are sad or nervewracking, even frightening. I believe we have to provide all kinds of experience for our viewers and especially for children from deprived homes where television may be an escape but may also help to give them some sense of security and some stimulus.
Mr William Rees-Mogg (Editor, 'The Times', Printing House Square, London EC4) I decided not to talk about the problems, which are obviously important, of violence or sex and their effect upon children from the mass media. I have no evidence to offer about that other than what is published in The Times this morning. What has really interested me is a rather different point, the impact which news has on children and the point at which this impact develops, and the evidence which I have to go on is the evidence in the paper and an understanding of the news process. In addition, there is evidence gained from observing the two elder of our children who are now aged 5 and 7, and their degree of reaction to news, plus the memories of my own reaction to news when I was a child.
The Times is in fact normally thought of as a paper mainly read by relatively elderly people. That is quite untrue; we have a younger readership than any other paper, 48% of our readers being between the ages of 16 and 34 -the statistics do not show how many of our readers are below the age of 16 because that is the point at which people start to count when they take the statistics. However, I should imagine that we are not normally the first paper to be read by children. It is obviously easier to read a tabloid or a popular paper than The Times at an ago when reading itself is still a difficult activity. On the other hand, as we have this very strong concentration in the student area -12 % of all our readers are students it probably follows that The Times is a paper which is read in late childhood, partly educationally, for self-improvement, partly because of encouragement from schoolteachers. There is, therefore, a gap between how far back 1 can go in talking about the newspaper and children and any experience I have observed in my own children about the development of their relationship to the outside world through news.
I have a feeling, granted obviously that this must vary a good deal, that one can detect the age at which this is liable to start. We are, of course, a family where public affairs are discussed a great deal, where books are read, and where the children are encouraged to read; in that sense we are typical of a large number of families, although not necessarily typical generally. I was brought up in a similar family, where there was an interest in public affairs, and where books, newspapers, and news programmes were a normal part of everyday life.
I find that there is no significant difference between the news impact of television and that of sound radio in terms of the time when interest begins. I can remember fairly clearly, because of my subsequent interest in public events, the point at which, as a child, I started to be conscious of external events. I was born in 1928; I can remember the 1935 election fairly well, and I know the media through which I learned about that election. I remember hearing a broadcast by Stanley Baldwin the night after he had been successful in that election. I can remember his voice, and I can remember reading in the Daily Mail about the progress of the election campaign.
My earliest news memory is also associated with sound radio, and is that of the 'night of the long knives' in 1934, when I was 6. I was being given breakfast and having heard about the murders in Germany, with appalling infant precocity, I asked, 'Does this mean that there is going to be another war ?', and our cook, anxious to reassure me, said, 'Oh no, Hitler is not a bad man like the Kaiser', showing that her understanding of world affairs was not very reliable.
I have noticed with our own children that the age of 6 seems again to be the point at which they start to be aware that there is a world outside their immediate experience, which they are informed about, or can be informed about, as a result of newspapers and nowadays television. The 5-year-old did say to me, 'I like reading newspapers, it is nice to know what is going on', but that was mainly, I think, a piece of boasting! On the other hand, during the later stages of the Biafran war both the 5-year-old and the 7-yearold were, to some degree, aware of it, but the 7-year-old in an immensely more mature way. The 5-year-old had a very childish idea that something was happening affecting the children which obviously interested her, but it was much less real than many fictional programmes which she watched; at any rate, it had much less impact on her at the time. The 7-year-old was aware that this was important and tragic, that there were Biafran children who were starving, and in general was taking a not over-anxious or over-conceriied view, but the sort of balanced view which a grown-up person might take that this was a very tragic matter. I believe therefore it is at that point that interest in the outside world can come to light, especially if the family as a whole has shown this kind of interest in a detailed and concerned way.
I think that at that age children have no difficulty in distinguishing between the impact of news and the impact of fictional stories, and there is no problem of their getting muddled up between, for example, Westerns, where people get shot, and pictures on the news. The six o'clock news is fairly well edited so that the more terrifying pictures of people shot in the course of war do not appear.
I think that obviously one of the very great problems of the modern adolescent is the whole idea of nuclear weapons. This was very disturbing to at least one generation of adolescents; I am not sure that it is so important to the recent generation of adolescents as it was to the generation which came to adolescence ten years ago. So far our children have not reached the point at which they have awareness of nuclear weapons or that there is any threat of that kind to the ultimate welfare and destiny of man. On the other hand, they do knowthe elder one knows clearly, and the younger one in a limited waythat there is such a thing as war, that in war bombs are dropped on people. They know, roughly speaking, what bombs can do. They know that there have been wars in this country during this century and that their parents were subjected to bombing in the course of those wars. They know that there are countries which treat their own populations very badly, in which people do not enjoy the things they erjoy.
Our children appear to accept all this knowledge, although one might think that coming to it for the first time it would be horrifying. The world in which man lives now is very different from the world in which 1, as a young child, was brought up to believe we lived. We were taught at an early age that a great deal of the crime and rapacity in human nature belonged to the past, not to the present. I remember being told, when I first started to read history, that people were tortured in the Middle Ages, but that nobody was tortured in the twentieth century. This was about 18 months after Hitler had come to power. I believe that that is a common experience of the attitudes which existed then as opposed to those which exist now. On the other hand, children accept the horrific facts of torture and death as things which happen, and can view them in a detached and surprisingly adult way. I think the terrifying major public events have more impact on them than those of a lesser magnitude. There is an element of response to conflict. My first domestic political memory is of a general election, which is a conflict of an exciting kind, and our elder daughter, who is now 7, will probably all her life remember something Section ofPediatrics about the next general election because that will be an exciting conflict. My other memory is of people being murdered by Hitler's guards; that, too, is the sort of dramatic event which impinges upon memory.
I do not think that the ordinary course of political life makes any impact. Both children know who is the Prime Minister; that is because we live in Westminster, and from their earliest days in the pram they have walked to the Park and returned through Downing Street. They cannot remember the names of other politicians, except occasionally, if they happen to be brought to their notice for a particular reason. Certainly, they have no concept of public men, and they would be able to give you more world capitals than they would Cabinet ministers. That seems to me to be a natural and sensible thing.
Particularly interesting to me, from the point of view of The Times, is the relationship between the television generation and the type of newspaper which they are likely to want. I think there is probably something in the MacLuhan view that television is what he calls a 'cool' medium, a medium which discourages over-statement, making it seem false and misleading, and which encourages people to play down on a domestic scale so that they will have a certain plausibility and acceptance inside the domestic context in which they are being viewed.
It is certainly my impression that what is most valued about the tone of The Times among our younger readers is its traditional tone of detachment, which fits in very well with the feeling which people get from television as a medium. They do not want the kind of pepped-up, over-heated, over-excited, over-dramatic sensationalism which used to be fashionable but which is now, I think, out of date. To that extent I think this is obviously a point very much in favour of television, in that it tends to produce a more balanced, more rational, detached point of view. Against that one has the feeling, although I do not see how this can be documented or proved, that television has in some way had the effect of producing a great widening of the generation gap, which plainly exists in the United States where television exposure has been greater and earlier and which also now exists in this country. That the two things are related in time is certain and that they are related causally is at least possible.
I believe that we have in the mass media a primary responsibility to give people information about the outside world and to present it in a way which is detached and impartial. That is our first function, and if we do not perform it we are not carrying out our task effectively. This, it seems to me, can help children to cope with a world which is, in many ways, more difficult than the world into which their parents were born. I do not really know why I should say that. I suppose it could be argued that nothing as nasty as the world slump or as Hitler is taking place at the present time. Nevertheless, the world seems to be more complex, more dangerous, than it was 30 or 40 years ago. It is certainly more complex, and if the media of information, leaving aside their entertainment function, can provide children with a gradual introduction into world affairs which does not rouse anxiety about them, then I feel that we have done our duty properly.
Mrs Shirley Williams MP (House of Commons, London SWI)
The two Ministries in which I have served, Education and the Home Office, have both involved a good deal of interest in the effect of mass media on young people. The job of the Home Office is to try to find where the balance lies between the freedom of individuals and the maintenance of order, and this is immensely complicated by mass media.
Dr Apley, in his earlier remarks, referred to research which he correctly understood had been undertaken by the Home Office. It should be added that the research was partly financed by the BBC and the ITA. What has emerged most clearly from the research is that no very dogmatic conclusions can be drawn. As yet, at least so far as the research undertaken by the Home Office is concerned, there is no clear correlation between the watching of television play programmes and the increase of violence in the child. The only concrete thing I can say is that what evidence we have seems to show that the child who is wellfounded, the child with a secure home relationship with his parents, is a child who is likely to be little affected by the impact of television or radio whether it is, of itself, bad or not.
On the other hand, the child who is ill-founded, who is unstable, and already emotionally deprived, is likely to be much more affected one way or the other. Therefore, I would say, and I speak as a parent and as a Minister with responsibility for young offenders as well as others, that it is a mistake to try to establish any simple correlation at all. If one wants to look at a correlationand now I speak as a citizen -I suspect that it lies much more in the uncertainty of parents as to what guidance to give their children, and uncertainty as to what authority they should or should not exercise, than in the impact of the mass media. I am talking at the moment about relatively young children.
Dr Apley spoke of the family as being a placenta in society. Perhaps the parallel to that -
